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ABSTRACT 
 Although various models and real-life examples seem to convey its presence, the 
relationship between star players and the branding process of professional sports teams is one 
that remains rather vague and unquantified. Though numerous examples seem to suggest that star 
players are capable of exerting an effect on a team’s brand, more thorough analysis is required in 
order to decipher which areas of a brand’s development are more or less affected by these 
marquee athletes. Taking responses from survey questionnaires containing 40 items pertinent to 
the topic, this study deployed Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) to uncover six underlying 
factors that could be identified as various areas of the branding process. Accompanied by an 
additional analysis seeking to clarify the essence of an athletic superstar, the insight gathered 
from these examinations is intended help teams interpret which areas of brand development are 
more or less affected by true star players. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
 The influence of star players on professional sports organizations is evident at a variety of 
levels. Whether affecting attendance numbers, television ratings, or merchandise sales (Foster, 
Greyser, & Walsh, 2006), marquee athletes possess unique attributes that enhance the value of a 
sports franchise. Such a phenomenon is visible in nearly every major professional sports league 
in the United States, as numerous star players make their presence known both on and off the 
field of play. The NBA has witnessed this firsthand with superstars like Yao Ming, Jeremy Lin, 
and Lebron James, players who have provided a noticeable link between the masses of 
consuming fans and the teams they so eagerly support. James, for instance, singlehandedly 
accounted for one of the greatest shifts in team value when he left the NBA’s Cleveland 
Cavaliers to pursue a career with the Miami Heat. As noted by NYU business professor Michael 
Cramer, “The league is very driven by winning teams and more so by visible personalities. You 
take away Lebron from Cleveland, it’s not taking away one player, it’s taking away the image of 
the franchise” (Matuszewski, 2010, p. 4). 
 In other leagues, players like Tim Tebow of the NFL and David Beckham of the MLS 
serve as vivid examples of the potential influence that star athletes can have on a team’s 
supporters. Tebow, despite playing as a backup NFL quarterback at times, stands out as a 
cultural icon capable of bringing the spotlight to the teams on which he plays. Such polarizing 
ability has seen him boost the Jets’ merchandise sales and ticket revenues while also keeping 
media attention on a New York-based team that must fend off competition from surrounding 
teams and opposing forms of entertainment (Roling, 2012). Similarly, international soccer star 
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David Beckham has raised awareness for soccer in America by using his athletic skills in 
conjunction with his marketable personality, looks, and lifestyle. As a result of his popularity, 
soccer fans in the United States and abroad have become more aware and supportive of his team, 
the Los Angeles Galaxy (Gilmour & Rowe, 2010). 
 However, these diverse, real world examples do little to determine and quantify the 
relationships that exist between star players and the branding process of professional sports 
teams. Defined as the method by which an organization builds its brand in order to distinguish 
and differentiate itself from others in the marketplace (Shank, 2009), the branding process is 
present in professional sports franchises as they seek to successfully develop amidst increasingly 
competitive sport and entertainment environments. Yet aside from real-life examples, 
information pertaining to the subject is sparse. Theoretical frameworks created by Shank (2009) 
and Gladden and Milne (1999) offer a solid base from which the branding process may be 
examined but were not narrow enough in their examinations to strictly focus on the contributions 
of star players to a team’s brand. Therefore, the following study was undertaken in order to 
expand on their ideas and more thoroughly examine the star athlete’s contribution to factors 
affecting the branding process of professional sports teams. An endeavor that is important due to 
the high-risk, high-reward nature of professional sports. 
Statement of the Problem 
 This study is two-fold in that it seeks to better define the star player by identifying which 
characteristics are more or less precedent to an athlete’s attainment of star status while primarily 
examining how star players contribute to factors affecting the branding process of professional 
sports teams. 
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Purpose of the Study 
 The research in this study was conducted in order to help better define star players and 
determine the effects these marquee athletes have on the branding process of professional sports 
teams. The results of this examination contribute to a better understanding of star athletes and the 
roles they play in affecting professional sporting teams’ brands while also aiding professional 
sports organizations in their mission to attract, retain, and develop players who positively 
contribute to a team’s brand as a whole or in areas where the organization’s brand may be 
lacking. 
Justification of the Study 
 Various models (Gladden & Milne, 1999) and examples in the world of sport give 
evidence to the idea that star athletes play a key role in affecting the branding process of 
professional sports teams. Yet the concepts behind both the star player and the branding process 
tend to be rather imprecise. To date, there are no known studies that have sought to both reveal 
and compare the specific areas of the branding process that are affected by star players. The 
rationale of this study is to thus provide important insights related to the effects star players have 
on the process while simultaneously identifying which “player attributes” have a strong or weak 
link to stardom. In a professional sports landscape where millions of dollars, large quantities of 
resources, and countless amounts of energy are expended in an effort to ensure the success of 
athletic teams and events around the world, being able to decipher which players are worth the 
investment and what areas they affect can pay dividends to both the short and long-term success 
of a team’s brand. 
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Delimitations 
 The study was delimited by the following factors: 
1. The framework under which this study operates is based on the professional sporting 
realm and is not meant to include collegiate, amateur, or any other level of sport in its 
investigative scope. 
2. This study is intended only to examine those attributes that are helpful in defining a star 
player at the professional level. 
3. The number of traits used to characterize star players was restricted to 10 “player 
attributes” derived from previous literature on the subject. 
4. Only students enrolled in the School of Kinesiology at the chosen university during the 
fall 2012 semester were identified as a sampling frame for this investigation. 
5. Only responses from those respondents who identified themselves as being “fans of 
professional sport” were used. 
6. The data collection method was limited by the utilization of the in-class survey 
questionnaires administered to participants who were 18 years of age and older. 
Limitations 
 The study was limited by the following factors: 
1. The willingness of participants to complete the research instrument. 
2. The extent to which respondents were fans of professional sport and understood athletics 
at the professional level. 
3. The degree to which the participants understood the survey. 
4. The inherent limitations of the in-class survey questionnaire technique. 
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Assumptions 
 This study was based on the following assumptions: 
1. The survey instrument used by this study effectively measures fan perceptions of the 
effect that star athletes have on the branding process of professional sports teams. 
2. The selected attributes used to characterize the star player encompass a majority of the 
feasible terms that could have been used. 
3. The participants fully understood the research instrument. 
4. The participants answered each section of the survey questionnaire honestly. 
Hypothesis 
 The study was designed to test the following null hypothesis: 
1. There is no relationship between star players and the areas of a team’s branding process. 
Definitions of Terms 
 The following terms are defined as they are used in the study: 
Brand Awareness: Refers to the brand’s initial presence in consumer minds; it involves 
consumer recognition and familiarity with the brand (Shank, 2009; Gladden & Milne, 
1999). 
Brand Equity: Assets or liabilities linked to a brand that add or subtract from its value in 
the marketplace. The value of the brand (Aaker, 1996; Shank, 2009). 
Brand Image: The personality of a brand that is shaped by consumer beliefs and attitudes 
toward it (Shank, 2009). 
6 
 
Brand Loyalty: Occurs when consumers repeatedly choose and purchase one brand over 
another in the marketplace (Shank, 2009). 
Brand Reputation: Tradition (Gladden & Milne, 1999). The long-held beliefs and 
perceptions of a brand’s performance and promises that exist in consumer minds (Foster, 
Greyser, & Walsh, 2006).  
Branding: The use of certain features (name, logo, symbol, etc.) to differentiate a product 
or organization from the competition (Shank, 2009). 
Branding Process: The method by which an organization builds its brand in order to 
distinguish and differentiate itself from others in the marketplace; it is typically 
composed of the brand awareness, brand image, brand equity, and brand loyalty stages 
(Shank, 2009). 
Eigenvalue: Represents the amount of variance in the data that is explained by each factor 
(Coughlin & Knight, 2007; Smith & Albaum, 2005). 
Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA): A technique for exploring the number and 
characteristics of variables underlying a larger number of measurements in an effort to 
group them into subsets called factors (Smith & Albaum, 2005; Coughlin & Knight, 
2007). 
Factor: A component that is not directly observable but is developed as a linear 
combination of observed variables; an underlying construct that results from a 
combination of variables (Smith & Albaum, 2005; Kootstra, 2004). 
Loading: The correlation between an item and a factor (Smith & Albaum, 2005). 
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Perceived Quality: Consumer judgments of a product’s overall excellence relative to its 
intended purpose (Aaker, 1991); drives financial performance and how a brand is viewed 
(Aaker, 1996). 
Star Players: Used interchangeably with the terms star athletes, marquee athletes, and 
superstars; outstanding, unique athletes whose elevated statuses make them capable of 
providing benefits unrealized by the average player (Kaynak, Salman, & Tatoglu, 2007). 
Survey Questionnaire: A research method in which the information sought is obtained by 
asking questions of the participants (Smith & Albaum, 2005). 
Items: Also referred to as values, variables, or questions, they seek to measure different 
aspects of certain larger variables called factors (Kootstra, 2004). 
Variance: A measure of dispersion showing how far a set of numbers is spread out; it is 
the mean of the squared deviation of individual measurements from the arithmetic mean 
of the distribution (Smith & Albaum, 2005). 
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CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 
This chapter presents previous literature and research related to the topic of star players 
and their effects on a team’s branding process. For organizational purposes the literature is 
presented according to the topics of the branding process, star players, and the specific branding 
process areas of brand awareness, brand image, brand equity, and brand loyalty. 
The Branding Process 
 Branding for a product involves the use of certain features to help differentiate it from all 
others in a crowded marketplace (Shank, 2009). In the context of professional sports 
organizations, such a definition applies to teams as they seek to make themselves noticeable in 
an increasingly competitive sports landscape. Like any product in the sports market and markets 
abroad, teams must brand themselves in a way that attracts the multitudes of consuming fans 
who are willing to invest in the cause. For many fans and owners, teams are at the heart of sport 
competition and are thus endowed with the tasks of stimulating fandom and generating revenues 
for the organization (Foster, Greyser, & Walsh, 2006). In order to do this, the team must build its 
brand with the intention of affecting such consumer behaviors as attendance and merchandise 
purchases. Before such behaviors are realized, though, several things must happen to the brand in 
a progression known as the branding process. As seen in Figure 1, the branding process 
theorized by Shank (2009) is typically said to include the stages of brand awareness, brand 
image, brand equity, and brand loyalty. Under this conceptualization, the team must establish 
itself in each area of the process in order to develop its overall brand, distinguish itself, and find 
success amidst a crowded field of direct and indirect competitors. 
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Figure 1. Shank’s Model of the Branding Process. Adapted from “The Branding Process,” by M. 
Shank, 2009, Sports Marketing: A Strategic Perspective, p. 211. 
Others like Aaker (1991) and Gladden and Milne (1999) proposed different concepts that 
grouped some of these areas within the context of brand equity. Gladden and Milne, for example, 
divided brand equity into four major categories of brand awareness, perceived quality, brand 
associations, and brand loyalty. They then identified three groups of antecedents – product 
related, organization related, and market related – that impacted brand equity, while also listing 
desired outcomes – consequences – that would occur if brand equity was high enough (see 
Figure 2). Gladden and Milne’s model was of particular interest in this study due to the fact that 
it was based on professional sports. Furthermore, the focus of this current study is contained 
within its framework because star players are listed as a product related antecedent in the model. 
In essence, the model visualizes what this study is trying to prove by showing that star players 
can have an effect on the brand associations, brand loyalty, brand awareness, and perceived 
quality attributes that are necessary to build brand equity and generate merchandise sales, 
national media exposure, corporate support, atmosphere, and ticket sales. 
 
 
Brand 
Awareness 
Brand Image Brand Equity 
Brand 
Loyalty 
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Figure 2. Gladden and Milne’s Framework for Assessing Brand Equity in Professional Sport. 
Adapted from “Examining the Importance of Brand Equity in Professional Sports,” by J. 
Gladden and G. Milne, 1999, Sport Marketing Quarterly, 8, pp. 21-29. 
Nevertheless, this study still focuses heavily on the model presented by Shank (2009) 
because his framework more broadly separated and denoted four popular aspects of branding that 
can be easily analyzed in previous literature and real-life examples. 
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Star Players 
Before one can examine the effect star players have on the branding process of a 
professional sports team, it is important to first clarify what a star player is. In team sport there is 
no competition without the players, the individual athletes who are in many ways the true 
product of a team (Foster, Greyser, & Walsh, 2006; Shank, 2009). With the capabilities to boost 
team performance, attendance numbers, television ratings, and merchandise sales, the players are 
essentially at the root of providing the benefits that can differentiate one team’s brand from 
another (Foster et al., 2006). Yet not every player is capable of exerting such an influence. 
Indeed, there is a special word reserved for those athletes who possess an elevated status in the 
consumer mind; the superlative athletes who have become transcendent brands of their own, 
displaying various characteristics that draw fans to their very presence. Yes, for these marquee 
athletes there is a special label: the superstar, the star player. 
Often, spectators attend live matches or watch televised games because they are attracted 
to star players, these superlative athletes who draw fans to a team not just because they improve 
team performance, but because they have an appeal that extends beyond the field of play (Yang, 
Shi, & Goldfarb, 2009). In a world seemingly dominated by the cult and appeal of celebrity, the 
media response to such superstar athletes is immense, and the line dividing the sporting and 
entertainment worlds has become increasingly blurred (Gilmour & Rowe, 2010). No longer is it 
just about the scores and stats, it is about knowing enough about the athletes to care which ones 
fail and which ones succeed. Even though a player’s skill and athleticism may be mind-blowing, 
there may be no connection between the athlete and fan without knowledge of the player’s 
backstories and off-field appeal (McDonell, 2011). For such reasons it is sometimes difficult to 
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distinguish the traits and characteristics that are common to star players as media distortion and 
off-field allure cloud the minds of sport consumers (Gamson, 1994). 
Thankfully, there are a reasonable number of studies that can help define a player in the 
context of superstardom. Although a decent portion of those studies seek to reveal attributes that 
make athletes effective product endorsers (Ohanian, 1990; Charbonneau & Garland, 2006; 
Shuart, 2007), many contain characteristics that are translatable to the sport-specific realm. In 
conjunction with more relevant examinations and examples from sport history, such studies help 
better define the essence of a star player; a label that has been around for some time. Perhaps one 
of the first athletes to embrace this label was baseball legend Babe Ruth. In becoming both a 
celebrity and an athlete at the same time, Ruth combined his impressive exploits on the baseball 
field with the stylistic image he portrayed to society in order to form a highly-successful 
marketing package that was capable of endorsing products, appearing in movies, and attracting 
large quantities of fans. Carrying with him elements and meanings that satisfied the unfulfilled 
needs of the American middle class, Ruth appealed to a culture that embraced him as a sport 
hero, celebrity, and societal icon (Susman, 1984). 
In later eras, athletes such as Muhammad Ali, Hank Aaron, and Michael Jordan became 
heroes in their own right, gracing fans with captivating displays that bridged the gaps between 
generations. They became superior brands themselves valuable not only from a business 
standpoint but from personal and societal standpoints as well. As Nike CEO Phil Knight pointed 
out, people are drawn to star athletes and view them as having the very best that the human spirit 
can offer. They bestow glory upon them, enshrining the players as though they are heroes of old, 
the kind of heroes that are read about in books. Knight put it best when he said, “People don’t 
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concentrate their emotional energy on products in the way fans abandon themselves to the heroes 
of their games” (Foster, Greyser, & Walsh, 2006, p. 174). 
Certainly, star players, in possessing numerous capabilities and high levels of 
significance, are held in much higher regard by fans than the ordinary sports product. It is clear 
from the examples above that society embraces athletes who are heroic on the field of play and 
in popular culture; but, aside from carrying obvious relevance at the athletic, business, and 
cultural levels, what specific traits and characteristics are common to these marquee athletes that 
lend them such high levels of value? What precursory factors are necessary for a player to 
become a star? 
As mentioned, previous studies by Ohanian (1990) and Charbonneau and Garland (2006) 
were applicable toward assessing an athlete’s effectiveness as a celebrity endorser on the basis of 
three factors: attractiveness, trustworthiness, and expertise. Expounding on those characteristics, 
Shuart (2007) proposed that celebrity athletes possessing an additional heroic quality prove to be 
the most effective endorsers. He confirmed the proposition by showing that those athletes who 
were both sports heroes – succeeding in sport while reaffirming the cultural value structure – and 
celebrities were the most effective spokespeople for a product. Such notions coincided with 
earlier works by Goode (1978), which stated that winning, having rare talents, and achieving 
high levels of performance were all sources of prestige. 
Foster, Greyser, and Walsh (2006) gave perhaps the most straightforward insight when 
they listed several factors that were relevant to building an athlete’s personal brand. Amongst 
these were the popularity of the player’s sport, on-field ability and consistency of performance, 
winning tradition of both the team and the player, charisma, public image, and media face time. 
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The areas of public image and media face time – publicity – have been further analyzed 
by researchers like Wakefield and Sloan (1995), who suggested that athletes possessing negative 
attitudes or bad publicity run the risk of harming both themselves and their team’s brand. Such 
phenomena perhaps suggest why athletes having attractive and family-friendly qualities (Yu, 
2005) are viewed more favorably in the consumer eye. 
Operating from a more behavioral standpoint, McCracken (1989) proposed that a player’s 
star value arises from the cultural meanings that the athlete possesses. Such characteristics 
include status, gender, class, and age, as well as the personality and lifestyle factors that make 
the player unique. These cultural meanings are valuable and capable of being passed from 
superstar to consumer via sporting events and other athlete-related products. 
Focusing his research on a more economic perspective, Rosen (1981) suggested that 
superstar effects occur because of joint consumption technology and the imperfect substitution of 
consumer preferences. Because a large number of people can jointly consume a celebrity service 
together, a large economy of scale is created for the superstar athlete that widens the impact such 
a player can have. The imperfect substitution occurs when the value of watching a star player 
perform is higher than the value of watching several average players. In essence, quantity cannot 
replace quality. Rosen then states that when joint consumption technology and imperfect 
substitution work in harmony, a limited number of athletes are granted star status. 
Others, like Yang, Shi, and Goldfarb (2009), defined the star athlete by combining all-
star votes with in-season performance. Players who received a large number of votes in relation 
to their athletic performances were deemed as having a high level of individual brand equity, an 
equity that the trio’s study revealed could spill over to the teams those athletes play for, 
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particularly in situations during which a player with high brand equity joined a team possessing 
medium brand equity. 
Further research by Yang and Shi (2011) revealed that the attainment of star status for an 
athlete originates with exceptional on-field performance and that winning championships can 
have long-term, positive effects on a player’s popularity. The pair also found that star status is 
linked to solid team performance and that star teammates can reinforce one another’s popularity. 
Such insights were particularly useful to this examination as they gave concise 
characteristics that were linkable to an athlete’s classification as a superstar. Accordingly, the 
traits of exceptional skill, high individual performance, leadership, and contribution to team 
success were adopted for this study’s use. Cultural-societal aspects and the ideal of celebrity 
(McCracken, 1989; Susman, 1984; McDonell, 2011; Shuart, 2007; Wakefield & Sloan, 1995) 
were also taken into account in developing the cultural significance, celebrity status, positive 
public image, and overcoming obstacles and stereotypes characteristics, as was Ohanian’s (1990) 
scale in relation to the attributes of attractiveness and exceptional skill. The element of charisma 
was derived from Foster, Greyser, and Walsh’s (2006) listing, which also reinforced the 
characteristics of contribution to team success, high individual performance, and positive public 
image. 
Brand Awareness 
Various examples from real-life occurrences point to the fact that star athletes may be 
capable of exerting an effect on the brand awareness area of a team’s branding process. Defined 
by Shank (2009) as a consumer’s recognition and remembrance of a brand, it stands as the 
preliminary stage in his four-factor process. After all, it is only once consumers become aware of 
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a brand that they are able to lend to further areas like image, equity, and loyalty. Taken from 
Gladden, & Milne’s (1999) viewpoint, the definition is similar but applied to the professional 
sports realm in that brand awareness is defined as the consumers’ familiarity with a specific 
team. Such familiarity can be elusive, though, especially in a crowded professional sports 
marketplace (Ross, 2007). Thus, marquee athletes and their ability to garner fan interest may 
become paramount for teams looking to stamp their presence in consumer minds. 
Perhaps one of the greatest examples of a team using a star player to raise brand 
awareness was seen in the ascension of former NBA star Yao Ming, who – being a native of 
China – created an awareness for the Houston Rockets among Asian fans who might never have 
heard of the Texas-based team if not for Ming’s presence. Drafted in 2002 by the Rockets as the 
number one overall pick, Ming brought a significant cultural and economic impact to the NBA 
scene. Not only was he voted by fans to the NBA All-Star game, but the Shanghai native boosted 
ticket sales of Rockets games to an increasingly Asian-American fan base. The Rockets and the 
NBA capitalized on this, using the aptly-titled “Ming Dynasty” as a key ingredient in the 
Rocket’s business revival and in the spreading of the game to a global audience. By making it to 
the NBA, Yao made himself a national hero whose influence generated a large amount of 
awareness for his team (Wang, 2004).  
Another example of a star player raising levels of brand awareness can be seen in the 
instance of celebrity athlete and soccer player, David Beckham. The Englishman has long been 
one of the most popular athletes in the world, and the teams he has been a part of have reaped the 
rewards of his iconic status. Beginning in his early days with Manchester United, Beckham 
helped the club generate sponsorship deals and create a larger fan base (Garrahan, 2003). In 
2002, $3.8 million of United’s $22.5 million in merchandising sales came from the sale of 
17 
 
Beckham jerseys (Milmo, 2003), and, when he was sold to Spain’s Real Madrid in 2003, his new 
team welcomed his arrival for his marketing potential as much as his on-field talents (Datson, 
2004). Indeed, Beckham was a marquee player who could raise Madrid’s awareness amongst 
fans across the globe while bringing in millions of dollars in increased revenues (Milmo, 2003). 
More recently, Beckham’s ability to generate brand awareness was witnessed in the Australian 
Tour undergone by his current team, the Los Angeles Galaxy. The American-based Major 
League Soccer team would have carried very little weight in a country like Australia that is 
behind in terms of soccer devotion, but with David Beckham leading the organization’s charge, a 
sellout crowd of over 80 thousand packed Sydney’s Olympic Stadium to witness the Galaxy 
battle Sydney FC. An unprecedented amount of Australian media coverage was also present, and 
if not for Beckham, soccer would not have been on free-to-air television in Sydney that night and 
kids would not have paid large amounts of money for Galaxy jerseys bearing Beckham’s 
trademark number 23 on the back (Gilmour & Rowe, 2010). Essentially, Beckham himself was 
responsible for the Galaxy’s newfound visibility in the Australian community. 
Even more recently, Asian-American point guard Jeremy Lin burst onto the scene to 
create what some called a “pop-up economy” for his former team, the NBA’s New York Knicks 
(Torre, 2012). After leading a struggling Knicks team on an 8-1 run through nine games, 
marketers began reaching out to Lin saying that his identity alone was worth millions, if not 
billions, of  dollars worldwide. “Linsanity” was being felt both in the United States and in China, 
where hundreds of companies reached out in an effort to take advantage of his cultural heritage 
and sponsor him. Once he began seeing the court, Lin became a one-man stimulus for the Knicks 
as he helped raise the organization’s stock value by 11% and increased website traffic by 4,000% 
(Torre, 2012). 
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Although such factual examples are helpful in showing that potential relationships 
between top-athletes and brand awareness may exist, they also amplify the reality that no 
examples in previous literature exist to assess a star player’s effect on the area. Thus, this study’s 
mission to explore star athlete’s effects on the branding process remains justified. 
Brand Image 
Once fans become familiar with a sports organization, a sense of connectedness ensues 
and they can begin to define themselves in terms of the team (Mael & Ashforth, 1992). Falling in 
line with Shanks’s (2009) model, brand image is defined as the personality of a brand that 
shapes beliefs and attitudes toward it. Much like the brand awareness stage, brand image – 
particularly in its relation to star players – has been discussed very little in previous literature. In 
fact, the model used by Gladden and Milne (1999) does not even directly incorporate brand 
image to its framework. Nevertheless, another study from around that time by Keller (1993) 
proposes a different brand equity based model that takes brand image into account. Citing brand 
image as a component of the brand knowledge that contributes to brand equity, the area is 
complexly detailed in the model as being a result of the favorability, strength, uniqueness, and 
types of brand associations possessed by consumers. 
Hill and Vincent (2006) also delved into the topic by stating that player personalities can 
add excitement to a team’s image. Identifying past and present players as being charismatic, 
media celebrities, the researchers took these athletes into account when factoring in elements that 
contributed to the creation of a brand. Sutton, McDonald, Milne, and Cimperman (1997) 
expounded upon the idea that players can lend positively to brand image by suggesting that those 
who engage in philanthropic pursuits can reinforce the team’s position within the marketplace. 
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Citing such examples as Shaquille O’Neal sponsoring Thanksgiving Day celebrations in the 
Orlando community back when he was with the Magic, the group proposes that athletes with 
positive reputations will reflect such an identity on the team and fans. 
However, there is another end to this spectrum that centers on athletes possessing a 
negative reputation. Stories of popular athletes behaving badly are common in today’s media 
influenced culture, and conflicts emerging between the individual athlete and his team may 
weaken the branding abilities of both the player and the organization. An athlete known to have a 
negative image in the public eye may have a difficult time projecting such an image on a team 
that values good reputations (Foster, Greyser, & Walsh, 2006). 
Yet even with Keller’s model, Hill and Vincent’s suggestions, and the positive and 
negative personal images that athletes are known to project upon a team, more research is still 
needed to determine whether or not – and to what extent – star athletes affect the area of brand 
image. 
Brand Equity 
 Defined by Shank (2009) as the value of a brand relative to others in the marketplace, 
brand equity is something that should be developed at high levels by organizations hoping to 
boost their worth. As mentioned earlier, Gladden and Milne (1999) described brand equity 
within the scope of professional sports as being a combination of perceived quality, brand 
awareness, brand association, and brand loyalty. Drawing on prior research by Keller (1993) and 
Aaker (1996), brand equity was defined as the collection of assets and liabilities that add to, or 
subtract from, a brand’s value. Gladden and Milne’s model borrowed all four areas from Aaker’s 
construct, whereas just two of Keller’s components – brand association and brand awareness – 
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are present in both later models (Ross, James, & Vargas, 2006). Two elements present in both 
Aaker and Gladden and Milne’s works that are not explicitly mentioned in Shank’s branding 
process are perceived quality and brand associations. 
Perceived quality was established by Aaker (1996) to represent a consumer’s judgment of 
a product’s overall excellence relative to its intended purpose. Brand associations are said to be 
anything linked to the memory of a brand, and represent the thoughts and ideas for a particular 
product that an individual holds within his or her mind (Aaker, 1991; Keller, 1993). 
Although it is unfortunate that – aside from Gladden and Milne – so few attempts have 
been made to further analyze the relationship between various aspects of the sporting industry 
and brand equity, studies have actually been performed in an effort to measure team brand 
associations in professional sport. Ross, James, and Vargas (2006) originally did so using the 
Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) method to good effect, revealing that the research technique 
might prove suitable within the context of branding. Gladden and Funk (2002) also investigated 
this area and suggested that in the case of unsuccessful teams, marketing and promotional 
activities involving star players may help alter the negative brand associations fans develop with 
losing teams.  
Numerous real-life examples of players appearing to affect brand equity also exist, 
beginning with the aforementioned David Beckham, whose move from Manchester United to 
Real Madrid gave direct insight to the transfer of brand equity from one team to another. While 
supporters at his previous club – United – were mourning his loss (Yu, 2005), Madrid fans were 
relishing the opportunity to see their team reach new heights, and Beckham fans were purchasing 
Madrid jerseys at exceedingly high rates. The soccer star was expected to bring in additional 
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television revenues as he helped the team reach more championship events, to increase 
attendance numbers that would create higher volumes of concession and ticket sales, and to 
contribute to a rising global brand power that would allow for tours in Asia and North America 
(Foster, Greyser, & Walsh, 2006). In essence, Beckham added value to the Madrid organization 
and made it more equitable. 
Lebron James is another modern day illustration of a star player impacting a professional 
team’s value, as witnessed by his arrival and departure from the NBA’s Cleveland Cavaliers. 
After being drafted first overall in the 2003 NBA Draft, James became part of an organization 
that was  coming off a 17-win season, possessed a team value of $258 million, and held a below-
average attendance of 11,497 fans per home game. James, a basketball superstar, gave the 
Cavaliers organization the injection it needed by nearly doubling attendance to a figure of 
20,562, giving the Cavs multiple 60-win seasons, and propelling the team to an overall franchise 
value of $476 million that ranked fifth in the NBA. LeBron boosted revenue for the Cavs by 
almost $160 million and was said to be worth over $100 million alone to the franchise 
(Matuszewski, 2010). When James announced his departure in 2010 the Cavs’ overall value 
dropped nearly 26%, and Miami, his new destination, saw its value rise by 17%. The Miami 
Heat’s ticket sales, which had been on the decline for four years, sold-out once LeBron made his 
decision to join the Florida-based team (Ozanian, 2011). 
Such real-life instances of players affecting brand equity are relevant in light of the 
antecedent conditions present in Gladden and Milne’s model, since one of them includes star 
players within its framework. This inclusion is particularly important to the study because – at 
least according to Gladden and Milne’s model – it signifies that such athletes are capable of 
exerting an effect on brand equity (Shank, 2009). Yet further study is needed to prove this 
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relationship and reveal just how much influence star players can have on what is arguably the 
branding process’s most important stage. 
Brand Loyalty 
 Shank (2009) defined brand loyalty as being the final phase in his branding process, and 
a phase that is of utmost importance to organizations as they seek to obtain the consistent 
preferences and repeat purchases from consumers of their brand. It should also be noted that the 
concept of brand loyalty was present as a component of brand equity in Gladden and Milne’s 
(1999) model, where it was similarly defined as the ability to attract and retain customers.  
 Compared to other areas of the branding process, there is a decent amount of literature 
relating to the general topic of brand loyalty in sports. Aside from being present in Aaker (1991) 
and Gladden and Milne’s initial models, the subject was subsequently seen in further research by 
Gladden, who teamed with Funk (2001) to dissect the link between brand associations and brand 
loyalty. In this study, the researchers suggested that brand loyalty guarantees a steady following 
even when team performance falters, and that such loyalty helps the team charge a price 
premium for its events. 
Wakefield and Sloan (1995) defined team loyalty as an enduring allegiance to a particular 
team, showing that team loyalty was the number one factor in determining a spectator’s desire to 
attend a sporting event in person. Jeffrey James was also responsible for performing various 
analyses on the topic, first teaming with Funk (2001) to conclude that team loyalty forms a 
psychological connection capable of eliciting consistent, enduring behaviors from a fan toward a 
team. Such psychological connections were further explored by Mahony, Madrigal, and Howard 
(2000), who used the psychological commitment (PCT) scale to segment consumers based on 
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loyalty. In this particular scale one variable was present that sought to directly analyze the effect 
star players might have on consumer loyalty to the team. It was accordingly adopted and 
deployed as an item in the survey questionnaire used for this study. 
Conclusion 
 Although the literature review revealed a scant amount of studies that were directly 
pertinent to the topic, it nevertheless presented the study with several frameworks through which 
the concept could be viewed. Shank’s (2009) model, focusing more on the branding process as a 
whole and not just the area of brand equity, presented the researcher with general areas that 
helped in the formulation of the 40 items used for the research instrument. Gladden and Milne’s 
(1999) framework for assessing brand equity was also valuable for showing the interrelation 
between the branding stages and revealing further factors that were capable of being affected by 
star players. In the end, both branding concepts were useful in naming the factor extractions 
discovered by the Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) that is presented in the proceeding chapter. 
Analysis using such a method was supported in the literature by Ross, James, and Vargas’s 
(2006) attempts to measure team brand associations in professional sport. Further literature 
(McCracken, 1989; Susman, 1984; McDonell, 2011; Shuart, 2007; Wakefield & Sloan, 1995; 
Ohanian, 1990; Foster, Greyser, & Walsh, 2006) contributed to the terminology and selection of 
the attributes used to characterize star players. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 
This study was conducted in order to uncover and examine which areas of a sporting 
team’s branding process are more or less affected by star players in the professional setting. 
Furthermore, this examination sought to better define what characteristics are most important in 
granting an athlete star status. In this chapter, the research methodology used to obtain the data is 
organized and discussed according to sample size and selection of subjects, development of the 
questionnaire, administration of the instrument, and data analysis methods. 
Sample Size and Selection of Subjects 
In an effort to obtain information from a knowledgeable and accessible source, the survey 
questionnaire used in this study was distributed to 250 School of Kinesiology students at a 
university in the Mideast region of the United States. Within the surveyed sample, 209 chose to 
participate, leading to an effective response rate of 83.6%. Yet of the 209 in the initial sample, 
only 195 were deemed usable for an updated effective response rate of 78%. The 14 not selected 
for analysis were discarded due to the fact that the participants’ responses indicated they were 
not a fan of professional sports, and thus not well-equipped for answering questions related to the 
topic of study. In general, frequent consumers experience a more intense relationship with a 
brand than occasional or non-buyers (Koll & Wallpach, 2009), meaning answers from 
participants who were themselves frequent consumers of sport would provide the study with 
more accurate and relevant information. The use of students was judged to be appropriate in this 
instance given that they are conveniently accessible, commonly used in product and brand choice 
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research (Biswas & Sherrell, 2006), and significant consumers of sport in modern culture (Ross, 
James, & Vargas, 2006). 
Development of the Questionnaire 
In developing a survey questionnaire that was capable of being administered to a student 
population, careful consideration was used in constructing questions that were both insightful to 
research and understandable to the participants. The creation process involved the 
aforementioned study of related literature, as well as an analysis by an expert panel consisting of 
three faculty members at the university’s sport management department. Each member of the 
panel provided feedback regarding the survey’s construction, and further assisted with the 
wording and formulation of items used in the instrument. The main researcher, though, was 
responsible for designing the overall survey questionnaire, and after drawing from previous 
research and the advice of the panel, came up with four sections designed to aid in the discovery 
of relevant data. 
The first of these sections consisted of five questions that asked the respondents to give 
out general background information about themselves in the areas of gender, marital status, class 
standing, age, and ethnicity. Such information was necessary for ensuring an accurate sample of 
students age 18 and older, and was useful in analyzing the various demographic and 
psychographic segments of the sample. 
In the second section, consumer preferences and behaviors were examined through the 
use of polar questions, open-ended questions, and Likert scales. In this section, the polar 
questions determined whether or not the participant was suitable for examination as a fan or non-
fan of professional sports. The open-ended questions asked respondents to write the names of 
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their favorite professional teams and players in an effort to stimulate their thoughts and responses 
toward the concept of professional sports and athletes (Ross, James, & Vargas, 2006). Last, the 
Likert scale questions further analyzed the participants’ strength of fandom by discovering their 
self-perceptions and behaviors as related to sport. These scales asked what level of fan they 
thought themselves to be, whether or not they agreed that their favorite player – if applicable – 
was a star player on the team, and how often – on a scale anchored by 1 as never and 7 as very 
often – they watched and listened to their team on the television or radio, read online or printed 
media, purchased merchandise, or attended sporting events related to their favorite teams. 
Essentially, the questions in this second section were designed to eliminate irrelevant 
respondents while persuading the suitable ones to think about professional sports and players. 
This way, they would be stimulated to submit answers in later sections that were relevant to the 
topic of study. 
The third section of the questionnaire involved the identification of star player 
characteristics. Here the respondents were asked to indicate on a Likert scale which items were 
more or less characteristics that defined a star player. Number 1 signified strongly disagree, 2 
disagree, 3 slightly disagree, 4 slightly agree, 5 agree, and 6 strongly agree. For the sake of 
avoiding neutrality, there was no ‘undecided’ or ‘neutral’ selection allowed. Each question 
presented a characteristic that had been formulated from previous literature and real-life 
occurrences, and asked the participant to rate the strength – or lack thereof – that each trait had in 
defining an athlete as a star player. The mean scores of all 10 characteristics were designed to be 
calculated and compared against one another in the final analysis. 
The fourth section of the survey involved the primary focus of the study, which was to 
identify and examine the areas of a professional team’s branding process that were more or less 
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affected by the aforementioned star players. Using a Likert scale, part four listed 40 items 
relating to the effects that star players can have on specific aspects of a professional team’s 
brand. These items were based on the theoretical frameworks presented by Shank (2009) and 
Gladden and Milne (1999) and sought to explore the effects star athletes had on the participants’ 
relations to a team’s brand. Drawing from previous literature on the topic and the advice of the 
expert panel, the questions were designed to be both easily understood by the student participants 
and capable of generating insight to the researcher.  It was further developed to allow for the use 
of an Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) that could funnel the 40 items into factors that were 
identifiable as various areas of the branding process. 
Administration of the Instrument 
After developing the survey questionnaire, gaining IRB approval, and printing hard 
copies of the questionnaire, personalized, advance-notice letters were given to instructors whose 
classes would be participating in the study. The main researcher then attended each class in 
person and provided the class with a general overview of the topic before distributing the survey 
questionnaire to the students. Each survey was accompanied by an anonymous survey consent 
form stating the non-mandatory nature of the questionnaire and the requirement that participants 
be 18 years or older to participate. While the instrument was being administered, the researcher 
was available at the front of the class to field questions and collect the surveys once the 
respondents were finished. Generally, the completion time for the study was 5-10 minutes per 
class. 
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Data Analysis Methods 
Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) is a scaling procedure that examines a set of observed 
variables, reduces them, and then summarizes them until sets of hypothetical, underlying 
dimensions called factors emerge (Kootstra, 2004; Smith & Albaum, 2005). Put another way, 
EFA is a tool that explores the interrelationships among variables to discover whether or not they 
can be grouped into smaller subsets – factors (Coughlin & Knight, 2007). Typically, the number 
of factors derived from the analysis is much smaller than the number of items used, since the 
factors are supposed to represent the various sets of measures that compose the larger field. 
These factors should correspond to constructs that can help one better understand the overall 
field of study (Green & Salkind, 2008).  
In this particular examination, EFA was carried out on SPSS 19.0 for Windows and used 
in an effort to uncover which areas of the branding process were more or less influenced by star 
players. Through the use of 40 relevant items, the study explored the interrelationships between 
the items in an effort to discover whether or not they could be grouped into specific factors – 
areas – that are affected by star athletes. 
For the parts of the study examining characteristics of the participants, and the attributes 
of star players, descriptive analysis was used to derive the relevant information. The means of all 
10 “player attributes” were calculated and compared to one another before being sorted in rank 
order to help determine which ones were more or less characteristic of superstardom. 
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CHAPTER 4 
ANALYSIS OF THE DATA 
 In this chapter, an analysis of the data provided by the results of the survey questionnaires 
and EFA is performed in an effort to examine the demographic characteristics of the 
respondents, the reliability of the research instrument, factor naming, and the general findings of 
the study. 
Demographic Characteristics of the Respondents 
 This study initially began with a potential population equivalent to the nearly 14,000 
students enrolled at the university for the fall 2012 semester but was limited to School of 
Kinesiology classes in an effort to obtain a sample whose responses would shed more light on 
the research problem. The survey garnered 209 favorable responses from a sample population of 
250 students at all levels – undergraduate, graduate, and doctoral – but was reduced to 195 
following the removal of survey responses that indicated the participants were not fans of 
professional sport. As a result, the following data was obtained in relation to the five 
demographic variables presented in part one of the survey questionnaire. Presented in Table 1 is 
a summary of the numbers and percentages of the respondents for each of the following 
demographic variables: gender, marital status, class standing, age, and ethnicity. 
 As shown in Table 1, over 65% of the 195 participants were male, while 68 females 
accounted for slightly less than 35% of the sample. Of those sampled, 89.2% were single, 6.2% 
were married, and 3.6% were either engaged or divorced. College juniors accounted for the 
largest percentage of class standing at 29.2%, while seniors and sophomores (21.5% each), 
masters students (16.4%), freshmen (8.2%), doctoral students (1.0%), and others (1.0%) 
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followed in descending order for the variable. In regards to the age demographic ranging from 18 
to 63, 20-year-olds were most highly represented at 23.6%, while 85.9% of the respondents were 
24-years of age or younger. Finally, the ethnicity demographic revealed 157 of the participants 
(80.5%) to be White, and African Americans (11.8%) and Asians (3.1%) to compose the next 
two largest contingents of race present in the study. 
Table 1 
Demographic Characteristics of Respondents (N = 195) 
Characteristic Frequency % 
Gender 
  
Male 127 65.1 
Female 68 34.9 
Marital Status   
Single 174 90.2 
Married 12 6.2 
Engaged 4 2.1 
Divorced 3 1.5 
Missing 2 -- 
Class Standing   
Freshman 16 8.3 
Sophomore 42 21.8 
Junior 57 29.5 
Senior 42 21.8 
Masters 32 16.6 
Doctoral 2 1.0 
Other 2 1.0 
Missing 2 -- 
  Table 1 Continues 
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Table 1 Continued   
Characteristic Frequency % 
Age   
18-20 87 45.3 
21-23 61 31.8 
24-26 26 13.5 
27-29 9 4.7 
30-63 9 4.7 
Missing 3 -- 
Ethnicity   
African American 23 11.9 
Asian 6 3.1 
Hispanic 2 1.0 
White 157 80.9 
Native American 4 2.1 
Other 2 1.0 
Missing 1 -- 
 
Part two of the survey then reported the behaviors and preferences of participants. Of the 
195 fans of professional sport, 175 (89.7%) claimed to have a favorite player on the team, and 
66.2% stated they own a replica jersey or other piece of team merchandise specifically associated 
with a past or present player on the team. Each participant was also asked to pick which 
professional sports they followed, and as seen in Table 2, a majority followed football (89.7%), 
basketball (60.0%), and baseball (55.9%). Hockey (16.9%) and soccer (16.4%), along with a 
minority of others sports like golf, NASCAR, tennis, and rugby, were not as well represented. 
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Table 2   
Description of Professional Sports Followed (N = 195)  
Sports Frequency % 
Football 175 89.7 
Basketball 117 60.0 
Baseball 109 55.9 
Hockey 33 16.9 
Soccer 32 16.4 
Other 24 12.3 
 
In Table 3 it is seen that exactly 40% of the fans studied claimed to have been a supporter 
of their favorite team for over 15-plus years, with another 24.6% saying they had been fans for 
10-14 years. Cumulatively, 81.5% of respondents had been fans of their professional sports 
teams for five years or more. 
Table 3 
Description of Fan Length (N = 195) 
 Frequency % Valid % Cumulative % 
Less than a year 6 3.1 3.1 3.1 
1-4 years 30 15.4 15.4 18.5 
5-9 years 33 16.9 16.9 35.4 
10-14 years 48 24.6 24.6 60.0 
15+ years 78 40.0 40.0 100.0 
Total 195 100.0 100.0  
  
The open-ended responses from part two indicated the Pittsburgh Steelers of the National 
Football League to be the most highly supported team amongst the surveyed students (11.2%), 
while the Cincinnati Reds of Major League Baseball were second at 8.7%. Neither response was 
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surprising given the Mideast location of the sampled population. Joey Votto of the Reds, Ray 
Lewis of the NFL’s Baltimore Ravens, and Lebron James of the NBA’s Miami Heat were 
selected as the favorite athletes, each accounting for 4.1% of the players listed as being fan 
favorites. Furthermore, of the 178 people who noted themselves as having a favorite player on 
their favorite professional team, 91.6% agreed to some extent that the player was a star athlete. 
On the whole, a majority 51.7% strongly agreed that their favorite player was a star player. 
 Finally, the concluding responses in section two revealed that 91.8% of the participants 
were at least somewhat involved as supporters of their favorite teams, while only 8.2% 
considered themselves to be occasional/fair-weather fans. In addition, when asked how often 
they performed the following actions, 93.3% watched or listened to coverage and games of their 
favorite teams with at least moderate frequency, 76.2% at read printed or online media related to 
their teams at or above a moderate level, 59.6% at least moderately purchased or received team-
related merchandise, and 36.3% attended sporting events of their favorite teams with at least 
moderate frequency. Overall, the most frequent behavior amongst the participants was watching 
or listening to coverage of their favorite teams after it was noted that 36.1% did so very often. 
Reliability of the Research Instrument 
 The instrument used in this study was designed by the researcher to explore which areas 
of the branding process were affected by star players and to examine what characteristics 
attributed to these players’ star label. 
After collecting the responses from all 195 professional sport fans, results were inputted 
to SPSS Windows software by the research administrator. A screening process was then used to 
ensure that no outliers existed in the respondent data. After it was determined that the responses 
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and inputs into the SPSS software were correct, Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) was used to 
analyze the data on the 40 items that signified player relations to the team’s branding process. A 
description of the 40 items may be found in Table 4. 
Table 4 
Descriptive Information of 40 Items 
Item Number Item N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 
1 I first become aware of a team because of its star players 192 1.00 6.00 3.0833 1.62871 
2 Star athletes are good promotional spokesmen for their 
teams 
191 2.00 6.00 4.9058 .95229 
3 Star players of a specific nationality raise awareness for 
their teams in those countries 
189 1.00 6.00 4.6720 .98839 
4 I recognize a team’s brand when I see its star players 192 1.00 6.00 4.4792 1.29420 
5 I become more aware of a team when it signs a star player 186 1.00 6.00 4.3656 1.26734 
6 The skills and performances of a star player generate 
exposure for the team 
190 2.00 6.00 5.0842 .81861 
7 Star players generate additional media exposure for the 
team 
189 3.00 6.00 5.2857 .75291 
8 Star players spread the team’s brand (logo, name, colors) 
to new audiences 
191 2.00 6.00 5.1780 .81418 
9 I am aware of a team because the players help it win more 
games 
191 1.00 6.00 4.4817 1.20019 
10 I am aware of a team because I purchase player 
merchandise 
192 1.00 6.00 3.0208 1.47211 
11 Star players with good reputations impose a positive 
image on their team 
191 3.00 6.00 5.3979 .76005 
12 I have a greater trust in teams that have star players 191 1.00 6.00 4.0105 1.23965 
13 My impressions of a team are shaped by its star players 188 1.00 6.00 3.6702 1.31944 
14 I think more highly of a team if it signs a star player 188 1.00 6.00 3.6383 1.29871 
15 I think less of a team if it releases a star player 191 1.00 6.00 3.1361 1.27416 
16 Star players with bad reputations impose a negative image 
on their team 
190 1.00 6.00 4.9684 1.05863 
17 I am more impressed by teams with star players 189 1.00 6.00 3.7566 1.27330 
18 Star athletes who give back to the community are 
beneficial to their team’s image 
191 1.00 6.00 5.3979 .82001 
Table 4 Continues   
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Table 4 Continued 
Item Number Item N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 
       
19 Star players shape the team’s brand image 191 3.00 6.00 4.9319 .84016 
20 Star players’ actions can affect team image in a positive or 
negative way 
191 1.00 6.00 5.2618 .90295 
21 A star player delivers wins to a team 192 1.00 6.00 4.3490 1.13401 
22 Multiple star players deliver even more wins to a team 192 1.00 6.00 4.7083 1.15243 
23 I want to buy team merchandise because of the star 
players on the team 
189 1.00 6.00 3.2222 1.35793 
24 I will purchase tickets for a game when star players are on 
the team 
192 1.00 6.00 3.5365 1.43943 
25 Having star players on a team adds value to the 
organization’s brand 
190 2.00 6.00 4.7421 .98229 
26 A newly signed star athlete will improve the value of the 
team 
191 2.00 6.00 4.5654 1.09768 
27 High-profile athletes bring further media revenue to a 
team 
191 2.00 6.00 5.0419 .87559 
28 The loss of a star player diminishes the team’s value 191 1.00 6.00 3.8010 1.12493 
29 Star athletes can raise the performance level of their 
teammates 
192 2.00 6.00 4.7969 .89524 
30 I would not renew season tickets if the team lost its star 
players 
192 1.00 6.00 2.7813 1.43043 
31 I will not support a team if its star players leave 192 1.00 6.00 2.1615 1.18453 
32 I decide to support one team over another because of the 
star players on that team 
193 1.00 6.00 2.5596 1.25326 
33 I will recommend a team to others because of its players 190 1.00 6.00 3.3474 1.35903 
34 I support a team because of the traditions established by 
star players 
193 1.00 6.00 3.8964 1.27869 
35 Star players give me an emotional connection to the team 191 1.00 6.00 3.6335 1.26978 
36 I am more likely to support a team that has star players on 
its roster 
193 1.00 6.00 3.3161 1.27009 
37 I support a team because of the star athletes on the team 191 1.00 6.00 3.0576 1.32658 
38 I will stop supporting a team if new star players are not 
brought in 
192 1.00 6.00 2.5625 1.27655 
39 I will continue following a losing team if it has star 
players on its roster 
193 1.00 6.00 4.1347 1.26346 
40 A past or present star player will keep me supporting the 
team for a long period of time 
193 1.00 6.00 4.2953 1.25035 
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First, though, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy (KMO) was run 
to indicate whether or not the items were able to be grouped into subsets of underlying factors. 
High values close to 1.0 typically indicate that factor analysis may be useful with the data, while 
a value smaller than .50 generally indicates that factor analysis will not be very useful (Coughlin 
& Knight, 2007; Field, 2005). This instrument was measured to have a value of .862 that ranked 
it on the higher end of adequacy. Because values between 0.8 and 0.9 are considered great (Field, 
2005; Hutcheson & Sofroniou, 1999), the value discovered by this KMO was more than 
sufficient in showing EFA to be a reliable method of interpreting the data. In conjunction, 
Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity was run as another descriptive to help determine the study’s 
reliability. This measure tested the correlations between the variables and was shown to have a 
significance value of .000 that was less than the .05 value required for significance. Furthermore, 
being highly significant at less than .001, the test revealed that there are relationships between 
the variables that make factor analysis appropriate (Field, 2005). Results from both KMO and 
Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity can be seen in Table 5. 
Table 5 
KMO and Bartlett's Test (N = 195) 
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy .862 
Bartlett's Test of Sphericity Approx. Chi-Square 3471.503 
df 780 
Sig. .000 
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Next, Principal Components Analysis was used and based on Kaiser’s (1970) criterion 
that eigenvalues greater than one suggest relevant factors. The logic of this rule states that by 
selecting 1.0 as the standard for retaining a factor, only those factors explaining the highest 
percentage of variance will be extracted (Coughlin & Knight, 2007). In total, eight factors with 
eigenvalues greater than 1.0 were extracted and deemed relevant based on Kaiser’s rule. These 
factors accounted for 62.881% of the overall variance. Orthogonal rotation with Varimax was 
then used to rotate the data while values smaller than .40 were suppressed in order to make 
studying easier by excluding those values that did not load significantly onto the factors. 
Following the discovery of the eight factors, the Rotated Component Matrix was examined and 
variables loading onto more than one factor were discarded. In total, this statistic screening 
discarded five of the 40 items, leaving 35 items to be loaded amongst the eight discovered 
factors. In summary, Factor 1 was loaded with nine items (26.337%), Factor 2 with seven 
(14.526%), Factor 3 with five (4.6%), Factor 4 with four (4.133%), Factor 5 with three (3.926%), 
Factor 6 with three (3.603%), Factor 7 with two (3.084%), and Factor 8 with two (2.67%). 
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Table 6 
Total Variance Explained 
Component 
Initial Eigenvalues 
 
Extraction Sums of Squared Loadings 
 Rotation Sums of Squared 
Loadings 
Total 
% of 
Variance Cumulative % 
 
Total 
% of 
Variance Cumulative % 
 
Total 
1 10.535 26.337 26.337  10.535 26.337 26.337  5.892 
2 5.811 14.526 40.863  5.811 14.526 40.863  3.652 
3 1.840 4.600 45.464  1.840 4.600 45.464  3.258 
4 1.653 4.133 49.597  1.653 4.133 49.597  3.186 
5 1.571 3.926 53.524  1.571 3.926 53.524  2.895 
6 1.441 3.603 57.127  1.441 3.603 57.127  2.296 
7 1.234 3.084 60.211  1.234 3.084 60.211  2.088 
8 1.068 2.670 62.881  1.068 2.670 62.881  1.884 
 
Then, because factor analysis is an exploratory tool that should be used to help guide the 
researcher in making decisions (Field, 2005), theoretical screening was accordingly used at the 
researcher’s discretion to discard factors that did not contain at least three items and remove 
items that did not fit into the respective factors. At the conclusion of this assessment, it was 
determined that factors seven and eight – each loaded with just two items – should not be 
included in the overall analysis. Furthermore, one of the values loaded in Factor 1 did not fit 
significantly, so it was discarded. Such modifications to the data were supported by Thurstone’s 
Rules, which state that selected values should be .40 and above, double loaded values should be 
dropped, and values loading high on inappropriate factors should be deleted (Coughlin & Knight, 
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2007). By formulating and screening under such guidelines, further validity was added to the 
instrument’s reliability. 
As one last measure of legitimacy, the Cronbach Alpha Coefficient Test was run on the 
factors as a whole, and individually, in order to ensure their reliability. Table 7 displays the 
results of the test for all six of the theoretical components. Please refer to Table 4 for the list of 
items and item numbers. 
Table 7 
Alpha Coefficients of the Main Study (N = 195) 
Factor Item Numbers (n) Alpha 
Brand Loyalty 30-33, 35-38 (8) .889 
Brand Awareness 1-6, 8 (7) .786 
Brand Image 11, 16, 18-20 (5) .774 
Direct Brand Equity 25-27, 29 (4) .793 
Perceived Quality 10, 12, 17 (3) .639 
Brand Reputation 34, 39-40 (3) .634 
Overall 1-6, 8, 10-12, 16-20, 25-27, 29-40 (30) .891 
 
Factor Classification 
 As mentioned, eight factors and 35 values were initially discovered by the research 
instrument following the conclusion of EFA (see Table 5). Once the screening process trimmed 
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the results down to 30 values loading onto six factors – Factor 1 with eight, Factor 2 with seven, 
Factor 3 with five, Factor 4 with four, Factor 5 with three, and Factor 6 with three – it was time 
for the researcher to label the factors. Classifying the factors is an important and difficult part of 
the analysis, but is a task that falls solely upon the researcher (Coughlin & Knight, 2007). With 
the items having initially been designed to encompass general branding areas, it was intended 
that the items load upon extracted factors that were relevant to the overall process. 
Initial examination made it apparent that the items loaded onto each factor were 
appropriate to various aspects of the branding process, and it was determined that Factor 1 be 
classified as brand loyalty, Factor 2 brand awareness, Factor 3 brand image, Factor 4 direct 
brand equity, Factor 5 perceived quality, and Factor 6 brand reputation. Factor 1 was labeled 
brand loyalty because the eight items loaded on it were each indicative of star players’ effects on 
consumers’ repeated support and preference of a professional sports team (Shank, 2009). In 
Factor 2, brand awareness was an appropriate title given the fact that all seven variables loaded 
to it pertained to the consumer becoming mindful of a team’s brand as a result of star athletes. 
Factor 3 held items relating to the consumer perceptions of a team’s image being positive or 
negative due to player influence, thus earning it the brand image classification. With Factor 4, 
each loading item dealt with the value added by a star player to the team, thus earning it the title 
of direct brand equity. The word “direct” was added due to the fact that the model of Gladden 
and Milne (1999) shows brand equity to be composed of other areas like brand awareness and 
brand loyalty. Because these areas lend to the brand equity stage under such a concept, labeling 
the factor direct brand equity was appropriate in order to differentiate the single factor from the 
overall area of brand equity that is shown by the researchers’ model to encompass multiple 
factors present in this study. 
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The classification process became more difficult for Factors 5 and 6 due to the fact that 
both components held just three items apiece and, unlike their predecessors, did not directly 
correlate to one of the four main stages of Shank’s (2009) branding process. Nevertheless, the 
variables in both factors displayed common themes that allowed them to be named after two 
smaller aspects of Gladden and Milne’s (1999) brand equity model: perceived quality and brand 
reputation. Factor 5 assumed the perceived quality label due to the fact that it revealed consumer 
judgments of product excellence that had led to purchases (Gladden & Milne, 1999), while 
Factor 6 was titled brand reputation because it showed how players affect the long-term 
perspectives of a team’s fans by influencing their views on team traditions and performance 
levels (Foster, Greyser, & Walsh, 2006; Gladden & Milne, 1999). Figure 3 is a model showing 
the extracted factors and the items loaded upon them. 
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I would not renew season tickets if the team lost its star players                         (.742)  
I will not support a team if its star players leave                                                  (.793)  
I decide to support one team over another because of the star players on that team   (.822)  
I will recommend a team to others because of its players                                    (.594) Brand 
Star players give me an emotional connection to the team                                  (.491) Loyalty 
I am more likely to support a team that has star players on its roster                   (.691)  
I support a team because of the star athletes on the team                                     (.740)  
I will stop supporting a team if new star players are not brought in                    (.757) 
 
 
I first become aware of a team because of its star players                                    (.527)  
Star athletes are good promotional spokesmen for their teams                            (.451)  
Star players of a specific nationality raise awareness for their teams in those countries  (.567)  
I recognize a team’s brand when I see its star players    (.714) Brand 
I become more aware of a team when it signs a star player (.635) Awareness 
The skills and performances of a star player generate exposure for the team (.565)  
Star players spread the team’s brand (logo, name, colors) to new audiences (.549) 
 
 
Star players with good reputations impose a positive image on their team          (.819)  
Star players with bad reputations impose a negative image on their team           (.591)  
Star athletes who give back to the community are beneficial to their team’s image           (.695) 
Brand 
Star players shape the team’s brand image                                                           (.460) 
Image 
Star players’ actions can affect team image in a positive or negative way           (.769)  
Having star players on a team adds value to the organization’s brand                 (.675)  
A newly signed star athlete will improve the value of the team                           (.600) Direct 
High-profile athletes bring further media revenue to a team                                (.855) Brand Equity 
Star athletes can raise the performance level of their teammates                        (.549) 
 
 
I have a greater trust in teams that have star players                                            (.563) Perceived 
I am more impressed by teams with star players                                                  (.592) Quality 
I am aware of a team because I purchase player merchandise                             (.643) 
 
 
I support a team because of the traditions established by star players                  (.642) Brand 
I will continue following a losing team if it has star players on its roster             (.646) Reputation 
A past or present star player will keep me supporting the team for a long period of time  (.679)  
Figure 3. Extracted Factors and Loaded Items. 
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Star Player Characteristics 
 A descriptive analysis was run on the 10 “player attributes” intended to better 
characterize an athlete as being a star. Sorting responses from the six-point Likert scale and 
arranging them by attribute according to their means, the analysis revealed a rank order for the 
proposed superstar traits (see Table 8). Contribution to team success was the most highly 
considered attribute with a mean of 5.5916, while exceptional skill was a close second at 5.5208. 
Leadership (5.3542) rounded out the top three, with individual performances and honors 
(5.2251) and positive public image (5.1937) respectively finishing fourth and fifth on the list. 
Charisma, overcoming obstacles and stereotypes, and celebrity status were determined to be on 
the positive end of the scale as well, before attractiveness and cultural significance rounded out 
the attribute nomination as the two least relevant characteristics. Of all the choices, cultural 
significance – collecting a mean of 3.3281 that was below the neutral point of 3.50 – was 
distinguished as the only attribute that participants disagreed was representative of superstardom. 
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Table 8 
Rank Order of Star Player Attributes 
Rank Attributes Mean N Std. Deviation 
1 Contributes to the team’s success (helps the team win games and championships) 5.5916 191 .65753 
2 Exceptional skills (possesses skill and athletic ability that few others can replicate) 5.5208 192 .81194 
3 Leadership (the ability to make teammates better) 5.3542 192 .89184 
4 Performs well as an individual (wins personal awards, has good stats, all-star 
appearances) 
5.2251 191 .85014 
5 Positive public image (serves the community, stays out of trouble) 5.1937 191 1.04588 
6 Charisma (personality, sharpness, speaking ability, swagger) 5.1250 192 .86527 
7 Found success by overcoming obstacles and stereotypes (rose from poverty to fame, 
overcame physical limitations) 
4.5104 192 1.28621 
8  Celebrity status (the athlete captures society’s attention on and off the field/court) 4.3594 192 1.35408 
9 Attractiveness (good looks, sex appeal) 3.8128 187 1.46729 
10 Cultural significance (Asians in the NBA, Americans in Europe) 3.3281 192 1.43320 
 
Discussion of Findings 
The descriptive analyses and EFA revealed several findings relevant to the topic of study. 
The fact that 195 respondents were fans of professional sport provided the examination with a 
solid base from which to operate, a base that was further validated by responses indicating 91.8% 
of the fans to be at least somewhat involved as supporters of their favorite team. Furthermore, 
64.6% of the participants had been a fan of their team for 10 years or more. Responses were not 
only indicative of allegiance to a team, but also to added value, with 66.5% reportedly owning 
merchandise specifically linked to a player on the team. This figure was supported by the fact 
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that close to 60% purchased or received team-related merchandise with at least moderate 
frequency. 
In describing the characteristics of a star player, it was shown that those players who 
contribute to a team’s success were perceived as being the most capable of achieving 
superstardom. Such a revelation was not only useful in defining the essence of a true star player, 
but in portraying the star player as being a vital element to team achievement. The possession of 
unique skills and abilities, and the leadership trait, were also seen as top characteristics of star 
players. Attractiveness and cultural significance were seen as the least important prerequisites to 
stardom, with most respondents signifying that cultural significance was not important in 
defining a star player. From the results it was determined that an athlete possessing such 
attributes as contribution to team success, exceptional individual skill, and leadership, most 
strongly fit the participants’ definition of a true star player. 
After it became clear that the participants were knowledgeable of the subject, and that a 
more precise definition of the star player could be presented, it was time to apply the results of 
the EFA to the null hypothesis. The null hypothesis stated: 
N0: There is no relationship between star players and the areas of a team’s branding process. 
 The EFA extracted eight factors, six of which had loadings and eigenvalues sufficient 
enough to support the conclusion that star players did in fact have an effect on various areas of 
the team branding process. Furthermore, the extracted factors were classifiable and consistent 
with previous branding models (Shank, 2009; Gladden & Milne, 1999). As such, it was 
determined by its revelation of player-brand relationships that the study was validated in 
rejecting the null hypothesis. 
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 In particular, the area of brand loyalty was revealed as one stage strongly linked to the 
influence of a star player. Accounting for the largest percentage of variance, this stage was 
loaded with eight items that indicated fans choose to begin supporting, end supporting, and 
switch supporting teams due to the presence or absence of star players. Such a discovery is 
supported Gladden and Milne’s (1999) model linking star players to brand loyalty as a 
component of brand equity, and serves as proper justification for Mahony, Madrigal, and 
Howard’s (2000) use of star players in their PCT scale. The participants’ responses generally 
seemed to indicate that marquee athletes are indeed capable of influencing the consistency of fan 
preferences toward a team’s brand (Shank, 2009). 
 A professional team’s brand awareness was another factor that appeared to be highly 
correlated with the presence of a star athlete. Holding the second largest percentage of variance 
with seven loaded items, this stage showed how fans first become aware of teams due to star 
players, and that these superstar athletes are capable of generating recognition and exposure for a 
team while spreading its brand to new audiences. This description is consistent with the 
definitions of brand awareness proposed in other studies (Shank, 2009; Gladden & Milne, 1999), 
and one capable of explaining the real-life events portrayed by Yao Ming, David Beckham, 
Jeremy Lin, and other star athletes (Wang, 2004; Gilmour & Rowe, 2010; Torre, 2012). 
 The brand image factor registered five items pertaining to the area, showing that star 
players are capable of positively and negatively affecting a team’s image, and that players who 
give back to the community can improve team image. These findings agreed with the viewpoints 
of Sutton, McDonald, Milne, and Cimperman (1997), who suggested that star players can 
reinforce a team’s position in the marketplace by engaging in philanthropic pursuits. They also 
coincide with the views of Foster, Greyser, and Walsh (2006), who propose that athletes known 
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to have a negative image in the public eye may have a difficult time projecting such an image on 
a team or fan that values a good reputation. In addition to the EFA’s findings on brand image, the 
descriptive analysis run on “player attributes” found that positive public image was agreed upon 
by fans to be a definite indicator of superstardom. 
 In assessing brand equity, the task became more difficult because the perceptions of two 
differing models had to be taken into account. On one hand, there was Shank’s (2009) model 
showing brand equity to be a stage separate from – but not necessarily independent of – the areas 
of brand awareness, brand image, and brand loyalty, whereas Gladden and Milne’s (1999) 
framework portrayed the areas of awareness and loyalty to be components of brand equity. 
Either way, both frameworks seemed to agree that brand equity is nearly synonymous to a 
brand’s value, meaning both representations are appropriate when analyzing the direct brand 
equity factor extracted by the EFA. Loaded with four items related to the direct effects a star 
player can have on team value, revenue, and performance, this factor showed a definite 
relationship to exist between marquee athletes and brand equity. If analyzed under the scope of 
Gladden and Milne’s model to encompass the areas of brand loyalty, brand awareness, perceived 
quality, and brand reputation, one could argue that brand equity is the area shown to be most 
affected by star players (see Figure 4). 
 The final two constructs derived from the EFA – perceived quality and brand reputation – 
exist in Gladden and Milne’s framework as components of brand equity. Loaded with three items 
apiece, these two areas revealed a definite – albeit slight – relationship to star players. Viewed as 
a consumer’s judgment of a product’s overall quality relative to its intended purpose (Aaker, 
1991), this definition of perceived quality is congruent with the loaded items relating to fans’ 
quality-based judgments of team trust and impression. Because perceived quality is also known 
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to drive a brand’s financial performance (Aaker, 1996), the remaining loaded item revealing how 
fans purchase player merchandise further supports the notion that they perceive quality in the 
team because of star players. In regard to brand reputation, the near synonymous linkage to 
tradition proposed by Gladden and Milne (1999) justified the fact that one of the items loading to 
the brand reputation factor showed that fans support a team because of traditions established by 
the star players. The other items showed that players can give team brands a reputation that will 
keep consumers pledging their allegiance to the cause for long periods of time. 
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CHAPTER 5 
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLEMENTATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Summary 
Indeed, the results of the EFA provided clout to the conclusion that consumers perceive 
quality, develop thoughts on a team’s reputation, become aware of a team, shape their image of a 
team, contribute to team value, and remain loyal to a professional sports organization because of 
the presence of star players on the roster. In this instance, those players were characterized as 
superstars due to the fact that they contributed to team success, displayed exceptional skill within 
their respective craft, and possessed a leadership quality capable of making teammates around 
them better. 
Aligning with the various stages of Shank’s (2009) branding process and the brand equity 
framework proposed by Gladden and Milne (1999), the study yields results linking star players 
to brand awareness, brand image, brand equity, perceived quality, brand reputation, and brand 
loyalty. Such results may be viewed in the conceptual model labeled Figure 4. In light of these 
findings, professional sports organizations with supportive fan bases would be wise to leverage 
star players and other assets in order to attract and retain similar marquee athletes in the future. 
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Star Player Attributes (Mean)    Star Player Effects (% of Variance) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4. Conceptual Model Depicting Star Players’ Effects on a Team’s Branding Process. The above model displays the various 
relationships between star players and the areas of a professional team’s branding process. It also shows the antecedent attributes of a 
star player in rank order. 
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Conclusions 
 Based on the findings within the limitations of this examination, the following 
conclusions were made: 
1. Star players have a definite effect on the various areas of a professional sporting 
team’s branding process. The EFA extracted six factors loaded with items that 
revealed and supported such a relationship. 
2. A team’s brand equity is an area highly influenced by star players, both directly and 
indirectly. It was shown that marquee athletes are not only capable of imparting a 
direct effect on the value of a team, but are also capable of indirectly affecting a 
brand’s equity through the areas of brand loyalty, brand awareness, perceived quality, 
and brand reputation. 
3. Star players exert a significant amount of influence on fan loyalty and awareness of 
professional sports teams, as these athletes are capable of initially attracting fans to a 
team and ensuring that they remain loyal supporters for long periods of time. 
4. Cultural significance is an attribute that is not agreed to be a prerequisite trait for 
superstardom amongst this sample of respondents. The attribute attained a mean 
showing that a majority of respondents disagreed when asked if it was characteristic 
of a star player. 
5. Star players derive just as much meaning from team performances as they do from 
individual acts of brilliance. Even though exceptional skill came in second on the rank 
order of superstar characteristics, it was flanked by the most highly agreed upon trait, 
contribution to team success, and the third choice, leadership. Such information leads 
one to conclude that star players are also talented team players. 
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Implementations 
 The findings and conclusions of this study may be implemented in the academic, 
professional, and research settings in the following ways: 
1. The results of the study could be used to supplement and expand the models 
presented by Shank (2009) and Gladden and Milne (1999) since the findings support 
various areas presented in their theoretical frameworks and lend to them in a specific 
fashion. Whether portraying the relationship between star players and four stages of 
the branding process, or showing more specific effects on brand equity, this study’s 
results contribute to knowledge presented in the previous studies and adapt them for 
use in the professional sports realm. 
2. Professional sport organizations would be wise to consider these results in their effort 
to attract, retain, and develop the top athletes for their teams. Discovering and 
leveraging the star player who is capable of attracting fans, shaping a positive team 
image, and raising loyalty amongst the fan base is important to teams as they seek to 
increase brand equity and distinguish themselves from the competition. 
3. Because star players are capable of imparting such effects on a franchise’s brand, 
teams would be wise to pay top dollar to those athletes who are adept at lending such 
value to the organization. Scouts and general managers should accordingly be on the 
lookout for value-adding marquee athletes, while coaches and management should 
groom current and prospective players for future success. 
4. Similarly, players should work to brand themselves as team players with exceptional 
skill in order to become an attractive asset to professional sport organizations and the 
consuming fans. Although working hard to develop personal skills is important, the 
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athlete who can combine their expertise with leadership and a team-centered 
mentality stands the best chance of obtaining superstar status in consumer minds and 
holds the most potential value for a team. 
5.  Organizations should focus marketing and promotional efforts on star players since 
they are shown to be viable links between teams and consumers. In specific, teams 
who are attempting to raise awareness and build a loyal fan base would be wise to use 
superstars as promotional agents in a culture that fixates on popular icons. 
Implementing such tactics might involve player cameos at various events in the 
community, the use of a star athlete on team billboards and season ticket campaigns, 
or the appearance of a marquee player’s name, number, or likeness, on a variety of 
team-related merchandise. 
6. The EFA provides researchers in this field with a feasible method for quantifying and 
segmenting various areas of a professional team’s branding process. The results of 
this study and others (Ross, James, & Vargas, 2006) indicate that EFA can be 
implemented in a variety of contexts, including the professional sport and branding 
settings. 
Recommendations 
 The following recommendations are suggested for further research within this realm of 
study: 
1. Some notable trends emerged to show that star players contribute to factors affecting 
the branding process of professional sports teams. Although such discoveries are 
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valuable, more research could be conducted to examine the reverse role that teams 
play in affecting various areas of player superstardom. 
2. Further research is needed to examine the interrelationships between the various areas 
of the branding process. Even though EFA extracted and loaded specific factors to 
varying degrees, Confirmatory Factor Analysis or additional methods may yield even 
more insight to the various aspects of the branding process and the strength that star 
players hold in such areas. 
3. Additionally, more extensive research might be conducted on the direct relationships 
between star player attributes and the areas of the branding process. Rather than 
focusing on the general effect of star players on branding areas, future studies could 
attempt to show how specific superstar attributes affect a team’s branding process.  
4. This study was performed on an adequate, yet relatively small sample size of 250 
college students. Further research conducted on a larger sample size may yield 
additional results, particularly in the demographic area of ethnicity. Because 80.9% of 
respondents were White, further analysis is needed to gather responses from varying 
cultural groups. In the same sense, analyzing participant answers from students in 
additional regions of the United States might yield different results in regards to 
specific team and player loyalties. 
5. This study could be constructed with a more team-specific focus that targets fans of 
specific professional sports organizations by examining the relationships between 
current star players and the branding process of those teams. Although the purpose of 
this particular study is broad in nature, future studies might limit the application to a 
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specific league or team in order to reduce generalizations and yield more customized 
results. 
6. Future research might expand to examine the relationships of additional groups to the 
branding process of professional sports teams. Such groups may include coaches, 
family traditions, and geographic location, amongst others. Each area could be 
analyzed separately or in comparison to the star player relationship analyzed by this 
particular study. 
7. Finally, further research should consider using qualitative methods in addition to the 
survey instrument deployed by this examination. Such research might lend further 
insight to the topic of study and broaden the framework under which the examination 
currently operates. 
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